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Youth in Action Programme in Croatia

By Tina Sarić, Director of the Agency for Mobility and EU Programmes of Croatia, contact: sanja.zivoder@mobilnost.hr
After a challenging two years of preparatory activities, Croatia has become a full member of the Youth in Action Programme with the beginning of 2011. The Croatian Youth in Action team is now facing new challenges and setting new goals for the benefit of young people and youth workers. Tina Sarić, director of the Croatian Agency for Mobility and EU Programmes describes their past accomplishments and hopes for the future.

The Youth in Action Programme started with its first implementation cycle in Croatia in January 2009, enabling a limited number of youngsters and youth workers to participate in some activities, namely Youth Exchanges, European Voluntary Service and Training and Networking of those active in youth work and youth organisations.

The span of opened activities increased in 2010, enabling more young people and youth workers to join other activities as well, such as Youth Initiatives and Youth Democracy Projects.

[image: image2.jpg]



What are the plans for 2011? Croatia is facing the most exciting moment - fully joining the Programme on an equal basis as one of the Programme countries. This is the goal that the Youth in Action team Croatia worked towards during the last two years, bringing its enthusiasm, passion, time and energy into working for the benefit of youth. The feeling of pride for being the ones who introduced this Programme, with so many advantages for the young people and youth workers into Croatia is a reward in itself.We believe that during those two years of pilot implementation of the Programme in Croatia we already made a small, but significant change in the lives of at least some young people. Our beneficiaries became more independent, confident, stronger and wiser . They took initiative and became active players in their local communities. This affected the Youth in Action team in Croatia as well. We became real supporters of youth activities, offering professional guidance in the field of project planning, and a reliable partner in the Programme implementation.

The popularity of the Programme is continuously growing. Young people with fewer opportunities are often included in youth exchanges, projects intensifying the entrepreneurial skills and employability of young people are more and more common, and even democracy projects are raising interest and attract ambitious young people who want to take part in decision-making processes.

As an example of the activities that are implemented in Croatia, we will mention a 7-day bilateral youth exchange on the topic of development of the EU through artistic expression – through the creation of a large poster, a genealogical tree of the EU which involved 30 youngsters with fewer opportunities aged 13 – 17. All of them came from dysfunctional families with different problems such as alcoholism, unemployment, divorce (Poland) or from orphanages (Croatia).

The other project that we would like to mention is a short-term EVS project which gave an opportunity to a Polish volunteer with hearing impairment to assist in the organization of a two month summer camp and two tournaments as well as different outdoor activities for young people. The activity took place in Vukovar, a war-torn city in Eastern Croatia. The Polish volunteer learnt to speak Croatian fluently (he had some basic knowledge before coming to Croatia).

There are also projects making a change in the work of youth workers, through training activities. A project we would like to mention aims to promote active citizenship of young people, particularly the feeling of EU citizenship. It focuses on the improvement of existing, and the development of new skills in the field of youth information work, and aims at at identifying common values in spite of cultural differences, thus strengthening the feeling of coming from a common background.

Another project is a training course focusing on active youth leaders and volunteer coordinators, motivating them for active promotion of combating social exclusion in their projects; and empowering them for effective leadership, management and supervision of the youth activists/volunteers working with marginalized groups. 
As our beneficiaries grew, so did the Agency for Mobility and EU Programmes, the Croatian National Agency implementing the Programme. It is now a well established Agency operating fully in compliance with European Commission standards. Constant improvement of processes and quality assurance in the day-to-day operations is an imperative for the Agency staff. At the same time, the Agency has established good cooperation with other Agencies, particularly with the Slovenian, Austrian, Hungarian and Finnish ones as well as with the SALTO SEE Resource Centre. They all helped us by sharing their knowledge, experience and expertise in the field, and credits for the well established Agency go to them as well. 

At the time of writing this article, a short study visit with the Finnish partners is going on, on the subject of establishing cooperation between Finnish and Croatian youth workers. This is already the third short study visit undertaken between Finnish and Croatian partners and the visits have already resulted in a number of new projects. Slovenian colleagues helped us from the beginning, giving insights into management issues, financial aspects and support on a regular basis. According to the recent analysis of partner data, Slovenia is the most wanted partner for Croatian associations. Hungarian and Austrian colleagues also offer us efficient consultations on various matters.

Due to the newness of the Programme in Croatia, the Agency still has to work on the increase of its popularity. Even though the Programme is being recognized as a very attractive one, offering opportunities, new skills, and fun, and the demand is constantly growing, there are still parts of Croatia that do not participate. By organizing various information activities regionally the Agency wishes to spread the information and encourage those who do not have any experience in participating in project activities. The goal is to encourage the participation of first-time applicants and to ensure geographical balance of the participants in the Programme among Croatian regions. For this reason, a partnership withthe Foundations for civil society has been initiated, with the goal of locally and regionally disseminating information about the possibilities of the EU Programmes.

The Agency also focuses on the quality of projects. Constant support is given to the applicants in the application phase. To additionally stress the importance of not only topics, but also the way a project is managed (financially, logistically, etc.) the Agency plans to award those who have the best practices in the managing issues and present them at information activities.

The Agency has also set the new goal of making the Programme known to the decision makers and encouraging their participation in the Programme. The Agency is planning to position itself as a link between the youth and the decision makers, making the communication easier and more efficient. We believe now is the perfect time for establishing the Agency as a body that is not only implementing the Programme, but also involved in the implementation of Croatian youth strategies, aligned with the European ones, and encouraging strategic dialogue.

The Agency’s goals can only be achieved in close cooperation with all the partners involved: responsible Ministry of Family, Veterans’ Affairs and Intergenerational Solidarity, the European Commission, partner agencies, and of course the youth field. 

The first step toward the fulfillment of these ambitious goals is the Launching conference, marking the full participation in the Youth in Action and Lifelong Learning Programme, to be held in Zagreb on 10 and 11 October 2010. It will include the participation of the high ranking EU and Croatian officials, examples of best practices as well as relevant speakers in the field of youth.

This is the most exciting celebration for us during which we would like to share our dedication to the international cooperation in the field of youth and lifelong learning with our guests, for the benefit of us all and having in mind the creation of a common European area of learning. Which is also a fun, challenging and incredibly mind-spreading area! 
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